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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Friday, March 11th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch, from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Jason Brown, Director of
USU’s Campus Stores. This another oral history interview for the Covid Collection Project.
Good morning, Mr. Brown.

JB:

Good morning.

TW:

So, let’s start with could you tell me a little bit about how you started your career at Utah State
University, and various roles that you’ve served up until now?

JB:

Yeah. So, I was hired – I believe it was 2007 – hired at the Campus Store. I was hired to do
outreach to departments when it comes to supplies: office supplies, things like that, and develop –
I had a website the departments could go and order product on. And then we delivered it – we
tried to deliver it, you know, the next morning, things like that. So, I started there.
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About a year into it, the director back then asked me to be the General Merchandise Manager,
which I was supervising basically every department that was not textbooks, at that point. The
Store has really kind of operated in two different realms: you’ve got the textbook world, and then
you’ve got the general merchandise world – so, I’ll just refer to it as GM throughout the interview
if we talk about that.
And so, I worked with our buyers to determine, you know, the proper amounts of clothing to buy,
what Apple products to buy, computers, you know – always weighing that risk/reward: being
profitable. Our profits go back to the university, so that is something important for us to do, is
make sure that we stay profitable. We don’t get any funding from the university, and so
everything we sell we have to pay our own expenses, and then there is an expectation to give
money back to the university. And most of that goes to capital expenses, buildings, maintenance,
things like that.
[02:15]
We also are the number one licensee – everything we sell that has USU of any sorts on it, there’s
a 12% fee added onto it, collected for the university, and that goes towards scholarships. So, it’s
always important for us to continue to grow that as well.
And then, let’s see – October 2019, right before the pandemic started I became the director
[laughs], so it’s kind of a baptism of fire there. And in fact, I was down in Las Vegas for the
tournament in 2020, and came home. And in Vegas there was kind of a gloom hanging over
everyone down there – all the employees down at the university that helped with the event, and
they were seeing lots of events canceled; you were hearing it throughout Vegas.
We weren’t quite sure what was going on. I got home, and I had a little bit of a cold, and just
because of the uncertainty, and you hear the news – I decided to stay home, because employees
were nervous (I had a little bit of a cold). And I sent my Associate Director, Hannah Hessley, to a
director’s meeting that day, and that’s when the sky fell [laughs]: March 12th.
So, you know, Hannah and I, we worked together. I stayed home at least for a few more days at
that point, because the fear was, “What if I have Covid? I don’t want people to get sick and die
because of me.” So, we got through it though [laughs]. I’m still here.
TW:

So, you touched upon a couple of them, but what exactly entails all of the products, and services
that make up (or comprise) the USU Campus Store?

JB:

So, obviously, textbooks is a big portion of it. Up until about the last two years, textbooks was
probably 70% of the business the Campus Store did. Now we are closer to 50/50, if not even less.
In fact, I think this year it’s probably more like 40% of our business is in textbooks.

[04:33]
Part of that is because one of our missions of our Campus Store that we make important is to
drive the cost of the textbooks down for the student. So, we will make decisions that aren’t
necessarily good for the Store (from a profitability standpoint), but it’s the right thing to do for
the students, to save them money. And so, we’re always making those decisions. Which puts
more pressure on the GM side to produce and make money to make up for that loss of
profitability in the textbooks.
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So, we have textbooks that we do; we have the Apple computers. You know, Apple (this last
year) – we’ve been one, especially through the pandemic, we’ve been one of the fastest growing
Apple departments in the nation, which has been just amazing. But I think it goes to show the
adoption of technology: people needing to update technology so they can participate on Zoom,
and all these virtual things they’re doing, as people are working more and more from home and
depending on that technology. And so, we’ve seen tremendous growth in that category.
We have our clothing and gifts, which really drives the brand of the university. You know, at the
beginning of the pandemic, we saw a real drop in business there, just because people weren’t out
and about, and buying stuff. But that’s come back really strong. I’ve gone to several events where
people are like, “I have not bought Aggie gear for two years, and I’m ready to buy it all.”
[Laughs] And so, there’s definitely a hunger there for that kind of product right now.
We’ve got – throughout the pandemic – the beginning of the pandemic we actually did a remodel.
We were quite fortunate in the fact that the university supported us in that; and with the
uncertainty at the beginning of the pandemic, the fear was is this the right time to do it? We were
fully into the planning stage, we had gone out to bid, we had awarded a contractor.
But we had to really step back and say with all of the uncertainty of the pandemic, at this point,
we were past March 13th, and you know, students had been sent home. We were still there
working, because we still had to provide a service. But with most people at the university gone – I
could go out in the hallway, and I wouldn’t see a soul in the TSC for days. In fact, just the other
day I was looking through pictures on my phone, and there was about a month time where every
day someone at the Store would take a selfie in the hallway by themselves – at the peak times,
where normally there would be 10,000 people in the hallway.
[07:16]
So, it was weird for us. We’re used to being around people, serving people, taking care of
people’s needs. And that was really strange for all of our employees.
But we continued to have that conversation with our remodel. We did scale it back a little bit, just
to the south side (which is our clothing side). We were going to go through the north side, but we
just weren’t sure about funding, and things like that – what the future would look like for the next
12 months.
But credits to like Dwight, Dave [??] – they said, “You know, if anything maybe this is a good
time to do the remodel, because no one will be around. The contractor will be able to work faster,
and won’t have to work around schedules as much,” and things like that. So, we continued
forward with it.
And it’s funny, even to this day, I helped someone yesterday – they hadn’t seen it, and we’ve had
that project done for a year and a half. So, it’s still new for a lot of people.
We brought in the candy, we do the Aggie Ice Cream. And that’s been hugely popular, as they do
tours, and different events on campus. Last year, even with a really watered-down graduation
attendance, it still just – the popularity of it was huge for us. We way underestimated how popular
it would be.
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We wanted to bring in a finer chocolate. We worked with Aggie Chocolate; we do have Aggie
Chocolates – there you go – we do have Aggie Chocolates there. But they don’t have a big
selection: they focus on a couple of key things. And they do some fun stuff, where they take the
beans, they grind them and everything, and end up with a finished product; and people like that.
But we decided to work with a local vendor so we could have the breadth of selection, and so we
brought in Bluebird Chocolates, and work closely with them. They helped us with the fixturing
and everything, and taught us how to sell chocolate (because we had never done that before). And
that’s been great. We’ve gotten so many comments of people excited to see that on campus.
[09:28]
And then we decided to bring in where we make our own fudge, and sell fresh fudge. And that’s
definitely something like graduation weekend, big events, Homecoming – it just flies out of the
store: people love it. We do samples; when they cook it, it makes the entire TSC smell amazing.
And so, it’s been fun to see that. And my goal there is we started doing this, really, is to create an
experience in the Campus Store: not just go to buy a textbook, or go to buy a computer, or a tshirt. We really wanted to create an experience for someone as they stop by the TSC, and you
know, they can grab a scoop of Aggie Ice Cream as they walk around.
And where Aggie Ice Cream is so iconic to the university (and even state wide). When we had
stores across the state, the number one thing we sold in all these stores was Aggie Ice Cream. And
it was a logistical nightmare to try and get it out to these stores when it’s an eight-hour drive
between here and Blanding. But it is – it’s what people want when they visit anything related to
Utah State – that’s one of the number one things they want.
So, it’s been fun. Our employees have liked it, it’s offered some variety in the store. We’ve got
great feedback from customers: how much they love it, how much they love the look of the store.
And administrators like it because they can bring people that are visiting campus, whether it’s a
dignitary, or you know, I’ve had departments that are recruiting faculty members, trying to get
them to come here and teach – they’ll bring them by and get them some fudge, and stuff.
And so, I think as time goes on, too, it will become more and more – kind of like when you go
over to Aggie Ice Cream: it’s an experience. You go to Aggie Ice Cream, you get your ice cream,
you sit out on the cement and eat it. That’s kind of what we’re hoping to get to, is where we
become a destination on campus, for more than just a t-shirt and a textbook.
[11:32]
TW:

So, before Covid, how many employees did the Campus Store have?

JB:

We had 13 full-time employees, and during rush (peak time), we would probably run about 100
student employees; non-peak time we would drop down to about 30 student employees. Right
now, after rush – I mean, we’ve become a leaner organization, partly because we’ve had to (with
the challenges of hiring), but also, it’s been just a good business practice because labor is our
single biggest expense (when we look at expenses in the Campus Store).
We still have 13 full-time employees. The good news is we were able to maintain employees,
keep them all employed through the pandemic. Even at the beginning, when the uncertainty there,
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the sales weren’t there, the revenue wasn’t coming in. Us, compared to a lot of universities, we
run very lean.
Even like Weber – Weber does really close to the amount in sales that we do, yet they have twice
the amount of full-time employees. Because they’ll literally have a buyer for just t-shirts, and a
buyer for sweatshirts and hoodies – so, very specialized. Where I have one buyer that does all of
clothing, all of gift. But then what we do is we utilize student labor to help out.
And so, we did that before the pandemic, but at a less – not as involved. Now, we have the
students do more and more – we also pay them better now. My philosophy is I want to grow the
student. So, you know, they might start out as a basic cashier; and as they start to learn our
business and develop those relationships, then we start putting more and more responsibility on
them.
We pay them better, to the point where you know, at one time throughout the pandemic, I had a
student buying Apple computer – so, he’s cutting POs for $100,000. And there was some
oversight there, of course, as we were making sure everything was done right. But the students
are very capable, and they’re very excited to take on some bigger tasks like that. And so, that’s
really been helpful for us.
[13:52]
Right now, at a peak time (during rush) we probably run with about 30 student employees; nonpeak time, we’re down to probably 15. And so, the biggest advantage to that is we don’t have this
huge swing: we’re not using as many temps as we used to, we’re using more of our permanent
employees to help on the floor and stuff. So, I think we provide better customer service, because
we have a more knowledgeable employee working on the floor, helping people as they come in.
We’re not getting bogged down with little tasks that keep us from doing, really, the important job
of helping people get what they need. And that’s been good.
As our students, I like to meet with our students after they graduate and leave, and ask them, you
know, what did they enjoy most, and what would they like to see improved or changed? And a lot
of them go back to the fact that we entrusted them with job responsibilities that allowed them to
flex some muscle and make some decisions, and be more autonomous in their jobs, and know that
they have our support as we work with them, and as we train them and stuff. So, it’s good to hear
that feedback and I think we’re doing the right thing by growing these employees and letting
them do that stuff.
TW:

So, before Covid – you kind of touched on this a little bit – how much annual revenue did the
Campus Store generate?

JB:

We, pre-Covid, I want to say we were right around probably about $10-11 million a year, right in
that ballpark. And right now, we’re probably about $9.5-10 million. So, we haven’t seen a huge
drop pre-Covid to where we’re at now.

[15:50]
Really, a better way to answer that would be over the last, probably, five to ten years – I mean,
Campus Store used to be a $16 million operation, then it was a $14 million operation, and it just
kept working down. And most of that revenue lost was in textbooks, as we were making decisions
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that benefited the student, not necessarily the store. And so, that right there causes us to learn how
to be learner, how to do more with less resources, look for automation within our operating
systems of inventory management, website, things like that.
And so, we were already kind of on that path. The biggest thing that happened through the
pandemic, especially the very beginning, is our expenses went up substantially. So, the revenue
stayed pretty close to the same, but our expenses went up. The reason they went up is because
when they sent the students away, we sent them all free return shipping for their textbook rentals,
and for buy-back. And so, we absorbed that shipping cost.
We made a business decision, we said we felt like that’s the right thing to do to support what the
university has done. For example, if they were in student housing, the way they refunded housing,
things like that. We wanted to have a similar message across the board. And so, we did that.
And as we’re getting further through the pandemic, we’ve become more profitable because our
cost of business has gone down in the way we run our business, by quite a bit; but now, we’re
starting to see more pressure in things like freight, and fuel costs, and surcharges – things like that
are starting to hit us again. So, [laughs] it’s that up and down economy that sometimes is tough.
But really, it’s pretty amazing: for the size of organization that we have – you take any other
campus store that does $10 million in the nation, and we have half the employees. What’s nice
about that is we’ve been recognized across the board – nationally, we’re on a committee (they
call it the XO Group), and it’s 12 universities. And what they do – it’s cherry-picked: these are
top performers in the nation, and we were asked to be on that group.
But really, we’re small; we’re a third the size of most of these universities. We have Tennessee
on there, Wisconsin, Oregon, Arizona – oh, who else? Washington – anyway, these are big $2040 million operations. But the reason they wanted us on there is they wanted to learn from us,
how do we operate so lean with labor and processes? And I wanted to learn from them on how do
you run such big events? How do you do concessions? How do you do outreach to your
customers, your campus community?
[19:00]
And so, it’s been a really good committee to be on. We’ve learned a lot from them, and I feel like
we benefit the most from being on the committee though. But it is nice to know that we were
recognized for doing what we’ve done, and been invited to a very elite group of stores, really.
These are the stores that change the direction as the campus industry as a whole. I mean, they
have a lot of weight behind them. And so, they can say, “Well we want to change the business
this way,” and vendors listen, because these are some of the biggest stores in the nation
requesting this. And it’s nice to be part of that, and be able to be part of these conversations
before they’re happening at the national level, as we can kind of be at the forefront and be part of
that conversation.
TW:

So, before we get away from that March 13th, 2020 – what were your recollections? How did it
directly impact the bookstore? Did the bookstore close for any period of time? Did you have signs
up, or social distancing, PPE?

JB:

[Laughing]
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TW:

You’re the person running the Campus Store, how are you dealing with, after you come back
from your cold, with you know, what’s happening?

JB:

Yeah. A lot of that – we just followed the guidance of the university, you know? We made sure
we participated in all the townhalls. Auxiliaries, as a whole, did a really good job of
communicating expectations down to all the directors, and offering resources if we needed help
on stuff.
You know, and there are some things we tried to look ahead – that’s part of being that XO Group
– one of the first meetings we had in Covid is what is your campus doing for policy to protect
your employees, protect the customers. And a lot of these big universities were faster to things
than what USU was.

[21:00]
And so, we were able to adopt things, like we brought in plexiglass before anyone else; we asked
our employees to wear masks before anyone else. And so, I think that was good. What we wanted
to do is we wanted to create a sense of safety – because we do have some vulnerable employees
that have some health concerns. And here, we’re asking them to come to work.
We didn’t shut down ever. We just had too much to do, especially with all the incoming freight.
A lot of our jobs changed in the fact that I might have been director, but I was on the receiving
dock, helping unbox boxes. You know, at that point, there was a lot of fear of, “Is Covid going to
be on all these boxes? Do we worry about getting Covid off that?” There was just so many
unknowns to that, and a lot of fear.
And so, we did things like incoming freight, we would isolate it for a couple of days. We
followed CDC’s guidelines – and I don’t remember what they were at that point; it might have
been something like 48 hours, isolate something before you get into it. And so, we did that.
We had a few employees – there was a few points where the university was right on the edge of
100% shutdown. And literally, we knew that we were going home Friday, and that could happen
over the weekend. And so, we made sure to have things in place. We had press announcements
already built, ready to go; we had signage ready to go and printed. We had talking points for me
and the associate director if anyone came asking – that way we were saying the same thing, and
aligned in what we were communicating out to the community, and to administrators.
Marketing did a really good job of having our social media ready to go – all they had to do was
hit a button, and messages would get pushed out there. We had emails built, things like that. So,
we tried to think worst case scenario on everything that could happen, so that if something
happened, it wasn’t a panic moment, it was, “Yep, we prepared for this. Let’s push these buttons
and move on.”
[23:10]
And luckily, it never got there. In fact, I still have a couple of those talking points stuck to my
whiteboard to this day. I kind of looked at them the other day and chuckled to myself and
thought, “Well I’m glad I didn’t have to use those.” [Laughs]
But I think a lot of it was just being prepared for the worst. With all the uncertainty, you had no
idea. And there was a lot of fear. You know, and as we worked through it, the university started
USU COVID-19 2022: JASON BROWN

7

to evolve their policies. We used the university signage; we removed our signage that we
developed, once the university had their signage, so it was a universal message across the
university. And we tried to support employees.
We also work with a company called Management One – they’re a third-party inventory planning
company. And we work with them every month, to help determine the proper amount of t-shirts
to have, the proper amount of sweatshirts to have – and to land them at the correct time. And they
were so good throughout this pandemic, because they were looking at it from a retail standpoint
of what do we do with our inventory? What do we do with our orders?
And they started having a webinar, weekly webinars that we could attend. And one of them was
the best one I ever went to, and it was all about mental health and taking care of – not only
myself, but my employees. And it’s so easy to forget your mental health in a moment of crisis,
because you look at the problem at hand and you forget about things like that.
And so, probably within about the second or third month of Covid, me (personally), I changed my
job description (in my mind) to my job was to watch out for our employees. And so, daily I tried
to walk around and not ask them how their job was going, with work – they were doing what they
needed to do at work. I had no concerns about that at all. But my question was, “How are you
doing as a person, as an individual? Do you feel supported? Do you feel safe? Do we need to get
resources?”
[25:08]
And as time went on, you know, even having that conversation, “How are you doing at home?
You haven’t taken a vacation for six months – do you need some downtime?” And encouraging
that. And having some of those hard conversations – and even with myself, just trying to be
honest with myself and say, “You know, I need to step away for a minute.” And being open and
honest about it with my employees and say, “It’s too much right now for me, I have to step away
for a day and go to the desert.” [Laughs] And go backpacking or something.
And so, it was good. It gave me a new appreciation for our employees, and what they were going
through, and the struggles they were going through. I learned more about them in those first
couple of months – about their personal lives, because they would just talk, and stuff. And I
learned to listen and not interrupt, and that was good. That’s probably, for me, probably one of
the best things that came out of the pandemic is I became a better listener, and I became
(hopefully) a better support to all the people that work for the Campus Store.
TW:

So, did the USU central administration or the Covid Task Force, or were there other units or
initiatives on campus that actually helped managers across the university be clued into the mental
health of their employees? And to give them a list of resources for outreach if it became
necessary?

JB:

Through the townhalls there was some mention of it. I remember several emails coming through,
and you know, those were shared within the store. At the end of the day, I don’t think anything
was as effective as just being personable with people, and being open with people about my own
struggles. Let it be something that’s not taboo to talk about, and that we’re all human, and that
this is stressful for everyone. I think that, ultimately, was the best thing.

[27:08]
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And so, throughout the entire pandemic, that one webinar that I went to with Management One, I
still will tell everyone that was the most valuable one hour of the entire pandemic that I spent
through anything. And yeah, you know, I even used that at home.
I had a daughter that was going to college up here at that point. And you know, when everything
shifted online, she’s the person that doesn’t learn well online. Her grades tanked because of it.
And you know, my own son in high school – his grades tanked, because he’s not an online
person. And so, you know, you see this at school, you see it at home; and it was tough. I’m glad
we’re not there anymore [laughs].
TW:

Did you experience some of your student workers having those same issues as your children?

JB:

Yeah. Yeah, we had a lot of student employees that they pulled out for a semester, took a gap
semester, things like that. Because they didn’t adapt well to the online, for whatever reason.
You know, early in the pandemic I didn’t have any work for the student employees, and so we
kept them busy, though, getting ready for the remodel. We had them taking apart shelves, and
stuff like that. But we did absolutely hit a point, probably a month-month and a half into it where
it was nice, we finally got to about what would have been graduation, at the end of the semester.
And at that point we said, “We just need a bare bones team for the summer.” So, we encouraged
everyone to go home, find summer jobs. And we were pretty lean.

TW:

Okay. And then the decision was made to come back to campus –

JB:

Um-hmm.

TW:

In the fall of 2020.

JB:

Um-hmm.

TW:

And I know there was a lot of different units, including the library, working on that preparation
for the return of the students –

JB:

Yeah.

TW:

And in-person classes. What did the Campus Store do?

[29:04]
JB:

We just basically followed the policy that the university laid out. We did anything we could to
help with social distancing. We offered more online ordering and pickup than we had in the past,
and promoted it. Initially, we started with a specific entrance to the door, and an exit – trying to
keep people from crossing paths as much. But the crowds just weren’t bad enough, so we finally
abandoned some of the small things that didn’t seem to work well, and that just frustrated
customers.
For the most part we just tried to follow what the university laid as recommendations. And you
kind of sprinkled in some of the CDC recommendations as well, when it came to retail. The state
of Utah, in fact, you could go and look at all the Covid things – and they would break it down by
industry. And so, we would actually look at the retail one, and use that as kind of a base map.
And then use those guidelines; and then if the university’s guideline was more strict than what the
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state was saying, then we would adopt the university one as kind of a higher law, per se, as we
went through that.
And about once every couple of weeks throughout the semester, we would double-check; because
that document was constantly changing as people were learning and changing how they were
going to run a business, things like that. We just used that as our guide for that first semester
back, and that was helpful.
TW:

During that first semester back, did you elevate the cleaning of the computers, and the keyboards,
and the iPads? I mean, were there other, I guess, things that you built in to make sure that at least
you were trying to keep things sanitized and clean?

[31:06]
JB:

Yeah. The first semester back we actually had an employee, and their only job was to walk
around and wipe things down [laughs]. So, they kind of had a route, a loop, per se; and you know,
every couple of minutes they’d walk around –

TW:

It’s a tough job.

JB:

And do it all. And then we placed hand sanitation stations around the store – anywhere where
there was a touch point that a customer would touch – whether it was a keyboard, cash register
(we put hand sanitizer there). University asked us to put some stations in the hallway in front of
our store, and so we did that – they’re still there to this day; they get used quite a bit, actually.
And so, we did those. After the first semester – the second semester back, we abandoned the
employee walking around at that point; we let it start being more on the customer. And once a
day, maybe twice a day we would wipe down like the textbook kiosks where they print their book
list, things like that. But that would just be a person’s job, to go and check paper in the printer,
kind of a general making sure the stations were running well, and while they’re there wipe things
down real quick.

TW:

You had mentioned Weber State’s bookstore earlier – how much contact, during the early stages
and that first year of the pandemic were you in contact with your sister campus stores around the
state?

JB:

Around the state? Not much. A lot of the stores within the state of Utah really pulled back. For
example, BYU used to be on the XO Committee, and they were uninvited off the committee
because they just weren’t participating. The U – they were going through some struggles with
staffing and stuff, and they just really pulled back: they wouldn’t even take a phone call, hardly,
on stuff. Weber, same thing: they went through a lot of struggles.
I think within the state of Utah, everyone was just struggling enough that to talk to someone else,
outside of your organization, was just one more task to worry about; and so, it got pushed off to
the side. And we felt that way a lot of times too.

[33:16]
I think most of my communication really was through the XO Group was phenomenal, because
we have a monthly phone call (an hour phone call) where we discuss, and we always had a topic.
You know, early on they were Covid topics; and then it might have been inventory or sourcing
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topics, things like that. And they created – that’s gone so well that we’ve created some subgroups where we have just the marketing folks amongst these stores have a monthly call now.
And then we have our GM folks have a monthly call as well. And so, they were experiencing a
lot of these same calls.
But then we also belong to another group (a national group) called ICBA, which is for
independently owned campus stores. I think there’s – oh, several thousand members on there.
They do a lot of outreach, networking stuff. And so, they were really good to work with.
I think, for me, a lot of that kind of stuff is just – because it’s easy to feel isolated when you’re
stuck in Utah; we’re not going to conferences anymore, we’re not traveling to see our sister stores
are working, what’s working well for them. We were kind of in our own misery here, and really,
to be able to talk to others (even though it wasn’t within the state of Utah) was incredibly helpful.
And to bounce ideas off each other and stuff.
But yeah, through the pandemic we [laughs] surprisingly didn’t communicate very much with our
sister stores.
TW:

One of the other things that I’m finding with these interviews is, you know, whether it be, you
know, other duties as assigned, more tasks being thrown into the mix, just because it was
necessary (either the university, or CDC, or whatnot). I’m curious, was there any cross-training,
or any other additional things to safeguard if somebody got sick somebody else could step in and
run that area or department within the Campus Store operation?

[35:19]
JB:

Yeah. We did several things to kind of protect the business. One, we shifted all of our full-time
employees onto laptops. So, if they were sick, they could transition to work from home, if need
be. And we took a pretty strong stance: we says, “You know, even if you got feeling kind of sick,
but you’re not really sick yet, I’d rather you just take a day home. Let’s wait this out and see if it
turns into something or not.” And we did that, and that worked really well.
And then we did do some cross-training, especially some of the essential tasks that have to
happen daily, like you know, reconciling sales, and tax income, and things like that. We wanted
to make sure multiple people knew how to do that, so that we always had someone there to do
that. Because we had to go so lean with our staffing, we all became really good at learning how to
do receiving, and we learned how to set the floor, and set up displays. Anything customer related,
we all had to learn it.
Everyone’s expected (now) to get out of their offices and help people, because we just don’t have
– we don’t hire people to just walk around the floor anymore to help people; the expectation is
everyone needs to be out there doing that, and taking turns, and watching for that. So, there was a
lot more of that going on during the pandemic. And that’s been good with that. No one’s
complained about it [laughs].

TW:

Do you see or recognize any major changes from the first full year of the pandemic, from the
second full year of the pandemic, as far as –

JB:

Yeah.

TW:

Managing the store?
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JB:

I think the first year, you know, there was still a lot of uncertainty, a lot of fear – both internally
(within the store), and with customers. We’re there to serve customers, and so we’ve kind of used
the customers almost like a thermometer of how we should be doing our business when it comes
to Covid policies and stuff. You know, there was a point when the university said, “This is the
policy, and you need to do it.” And that was especially in that first year; and they were good
policies.

[37:37]
But as we entered that second year, I still remember the – I think it was a townhall, maybe?
Where President Cockett was speaking, where she says, “You know, at this point – this is that
point where we start to turn to more about your personal decisions, and watching out for yourself
personally. We can no longer protect you as an institution, or as a public policy.”
And so, we started to shift at that point. So, the second year really became – you know, we still
kept things around like if you think you might be getting sick, take a day, work at home, things
like that with our employees. And it’s worked well. We’ve had very few Covid cases within our
store. And most of them, they didn’t work at all around people – they caught it quick enough,
they went home, a couple days later they got tested, and we found out they had it. But I wouldn’t
say we were spreading it around the store at any given time.
You know, we’re in the business of helping people, and we always have been. So, I think –
especially when that second year came back, and we started to feel the crowds come back, and
the excitement come back to the university – it energized a lot of our employees: they liked it, it’s
what they knew, it was comfortable to them.
And I think because we were here the whole time, and kind of had been through it all – you
know, I remember when the state of Utah started working away from the mask mandates. And the
first couple of days there was like, “Are we going to die tomorrow?” type-thing, or is this safe?
You know, you would walk into the store, and you’re looking at each other, “Can we do this? Is
this really real?”
Now, it’s to the point where – probably within the Campus Store more so than I think amongst
departments and stuff that worked remote longer – is the comfort to get back to normal quicker
because we were around people the whole time. We had seen kind of the worst of it, and made it
through, and knew that you know what – we’re going to be okay.
As more comes out about Covid, and the risks, and how to mitigate it and handle it and stuff, we
were becoming more and more comfortable operating a business within that environment, and
knowing that a decision isn’t going to be life or death, necessarily, for the masses. And that’s
even with, you know, a couple of employees that have some health concerns, you know; we still
work with them and make sure that they’re taken care of and that they feel like they can do their
job, and we’re not putting them at risk.
[40:03]
But we’ve kind of done the same approach as the state: we have resources, and we’ll help you if
you don’t feel safe, or you need something; but most part – we’re putting that on the individual.
And saying, you know, “Here is the expectation for your job – do you feel like you can do it
within the bounds that we’re saying?” And then work with them.
USU COVID-19 2022: JASON BROWN

12

TW:

Um-hmm.

JB:

But sometimes it means having, you know, that critical conversation with an employee, and being
willing to have that hard conversation of if they don’t have safe, talk about it. And what would it
take? And not just shut things down and be an absolute one way or the other – like being flexible
with people and their – what would be the right word? I want to say [??] version, but that’s not –
their willingness and what their willingness would be to take any particular risk would be. So, and
me not dictating that to them, but letting them make that decision, and work with them on that.

TW:

So, you had mentioned so much about the business and adapting, and continually changing and,
you know, in the business world that’s pretty much business 101.

JB:

Yeah.

TW:

What changes that were brought about because of the Covid outbreak and pandemic do you think
are going to become more the norm, moving forward? And are there any that you think are just
no longer going to be applicable?

JB:

Probably the biggest changes we’ve seen is really in course materials. When students were sent
away – especially that first semester back, because it wasn’t in person, more and more classes
were shifting to a digital format. We were already kind of ahead of the game on digital content
and how to manage it. We had some really good partnerships built with multiple vendors in the
industry. We were chair persons on several committees that discussed digital content monthly.

[42:30]
And so, we were kind of right at that cusp of knowing, you know, what the trend is. And because
of that, we were able to negotiate more aggressive pricing than even like the U. The U does a
higher volume than us, but they’re not on any of these committees. And so, because of our
participation on these committees, we’re able to negotiate better terms than even like the U on a
lot of stuff.
And so, it went from – we’ve never really advertised the ability to shift classes into a digital
content; it just kind of has happened organically, of people asking for it: professors coming and
saying, “Hey, can I do this? And what’s the cost to the student?”
And we try to look at it and say, “Well if you sell a book, this is what it would cost; if we rent it,
here’s the savings, and this is what it would cost. If you go to a digital course material, you take
away the ability to do buyback, things like that, that can benefit the student at the end of the
semester, but I might save them upfront.” And so, we try to give the professor all the facts, and
honestly let them make that decision.
The pandemic hit, and it just exploded. Our poor employees worked [laughs] a lot of overtime,
just trying to meet the demand. And it’s one thing to meet the demand, but it’s another thing to
maintain the quality of the product when you have that kind of demand too. And that was really
important to us, that we don’t let things fall to the side, and say it’s less important for the sake of
meeting demand.
So, there did hit a point, sometimes, where we just had to tell professors, “We’re tapped out; we
can’t handle any more this semester. Let’s talk next semester.” Because we didn’t want the
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quality to go down, especially where we were so new in this space too, and this space was
evolving so fast now, with the technology that was coming about.
And you know, in the past it was, you’d get a .pdf of the book, and you couldn’t do much with it.
And then it evolved into, now we’re to the point where they can annotate, they can highlight – all
kinds of – just like a normal textbook, and they can access it on multiple devices, they can take
notes. You can look at a page of text, and next to it can be a page to put notes on. And those notes
become searchable now, and stuff.
[45:02]
So, the tools are getting better, and better, and better for the students. A lot of the students still
say to us, at the end of the day, I still learn best from a paper book. And so, we do have students
that they’ll come in and see what classes are paper books, and what classes are electronic, and can
help them guide their class selection as they are choosing classes.
But yeah, it’s getting better, and it’s continuing to grow, even to this day we’re still adding more
and more every semester. Still, we’ve done zero advertising and promoting for it. And I think
we’ve seen growth in everything when it comes to digital. I would suspect –
You know, we call it – what do we call it? It’s changed names several times – inclusive access is
kind of the industry’s term; auto access is kind of what we’ve tried to call it. And then you’ve got
– oh, my mind went blank. The library maintains the course material, and there’s no cost for the
student – they have a name for it, it escapes me what it’s called?
TW:

Maybe it’s open access?

JB:

Open access, there we go, yep. Open access, I think, has seen some growth. And that’s the thing,
when the professors come in, we’ll actually – we throw that right into the mix. Because we want
the professor to have the entire range of products they have access to for the student, and what the
cost would be for the student.
We get after the vendors when they come up and try to promote one product or another, because
vendors (obviously) are going to promote heavily toward what benefits them, and not the student.
But really, we – and that’s why I mentioned early on – it’s right in our goals and our mission of
the Campus Store, especially course materials – any time we make decisions, it has to be to the
benefit of the student. We’re always going to err to the benefit of the student, even at the sake of
profitability.

[47:05]
And so, we have to be willing to entertain things like open access, and open resources, and
inclusive access, and a paper book and stuff. There are some paper books that they’ve been out on
the market so long, with no revisions, we’re paying pennies on the dollar to buy them, and then
the student can sell them back for almost full price at the end of the semester. Because we know
it’s going to be used for the next semester, the next one, the next one. And so, the value
proposition on that is so great, that a professor would be crazy to shift into a digital material at
that point.
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So, we try to have that kind of conversation with the professor, and not show loyalty in any way,
but make it their decision and give them that. And I think it’s been well-received. I think we’ve
heard from a lot of professors – they’ve thanked us for being willing to look outside of the box,
and offer some alternatives and stuff. And so, so that’s been good.
But I’d say digital has been one of the number one growth. When it comes to course materials,
digital has been huge growth throughout the pandemic. And I think we’ll continue to see that
growth happen for probably – well forever [laughs].
You know, even internally, we’ve had discussions: what’s the store going to look like in ten
years? Like are we prepared to have zero textbooks on the floor? And we’ve developed out a
business plan of what that would look like – both in space allocations: what do we do with that
space on our floor? How do we continue to be profitable? And what resources would it take in the
back room with support? Things like that.
And so, you know, all of that is going to kind of guide us as we have people retire, attrition over
the next couple years, you know? We might not need a traditional textbook buyer anymore; we
might need someone that’s more adept at programming, and can help with the digital side of it,
and things like that. And so, that’s something we’re always looking at.
[49:08]
In fact, we’re in the process right now of, we’re moving away from our system: our inventory
management and website system, and we’re moving to a new one because of technology they
bring to the table that will help us be more automated in a lot of our everyday tasks, so that we
can focus more on kind of the out-of-the-box things, and innovating, and putting more resources
into some of that other stuff. And it will offer, I think, a better experience for the customer, as
well.
In the past (historically), a lot of the system providers in the campus world have been textbook
companies that own these providers. So, everything is written around textbooks – a very
traditional textbook life of you sell the book, you buy it back, and then you can sell it as a used
one the next semester. And they’re not adopting a lot of these digital initiatives very well, because
it doesn’t benefit them, and so they don’t want to put a lot of resources into it.
Where this new system we’re going to is, it’s NetSuite. They’re the number one retailer in the
world. They don’t do textbooks at all, per se; but what they do is a retail system with a website.
And so, we’re able to kind of develop this system however we need to meet the demands that we
need to meet. But it requires more technical knowledge on our end, to be able to do these things.
So, our needs for our human capital is changing as time goes on as well.
TW:

So, now that we’re entering year three – if you were to look at the entire time that the Campus
Store has experienced the Covid outbreak and pandemic, what do you take as the biggest lessons
learned?

[51:07]
JB:

Attitude, attitude, attitude [laughs]. It’s contagious, too. It was stressful, and I’d say not only
attitude, but people. At the end of the day, you know, we’re here to sell products – whether it be
course materials, or t-shirts, sweatshirts, Apple computers. We sell them so that we can create a
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revenue for the university. But if you don’t take care of the people and have the right attitude,
then you’re going to flounder, and you’re going to fail and stuff.
And I see that throughout the college industry. The stores that really struggle – people come
second to everything else; they’re not taking the time to make sure their people are taken care of.
And I think that’s a disservice, to not only the store, the university, but also the person that’s there
giving their time and working is – that’s probably what I’ve learned the most, and will continue
(going forward) is our people will be our number one asset as we go forward. They’re everything.
You know, because I can say digital right now is strong, but there might be some unforeseen
technology that comes out in three years that we never could have foresaw, and suddenly it
changes everything about how we do things. And if you have the right people in place: we adapt,
we change. But if you have an obstructionist working for you, or someone that can really make it
difficult, I think they can drag the entire organization down real quick. And I’ve seen it happen in
the past: internally (with us), and I’ve seen it happen at other stores throughout my life, working
for other places as well.
So, it’s hard to know what the future is going to be like though [laughs]. One thing I can
guarantee is we have no idea [laughs].
TW:

Yeah.

[53:14]
JB:

But like I said, you know, we’ve developed business plans out, we’ve documented – kind of like
in the beginning of Covid, we thought of the worst-case scenario, and we came up with talking
points, we came up with signage – all that’s in place.
So, we’ve done the same thing with our business plan. We’ve said, “Well, you know, if digital
continues this way, then this is the way we’re going to go. If some unforeseen technology comes
out, we can shift here.” But we’ve had those discussions about long-term labor needs, long-term
retail space needs. And at least talked about it, and based on what we know right now, this is what
we think we’ll need – but realizing we need to remain flexible at the same time.
And so, I think in two years, I’m going to have five ladies retire all within about eight months of
each other. And so, everyday we’re talking about these five positions – are they the right
positions? Or do we need to rethink the person hiring? That is a great opportunity to change our
business model a little bit, and maybe look for some efficiencies.
And then within that too, talk about the people that are working for us – is there going to be some
opportunity to move up the ladder in responsibility, pay, things like that? And identify, who do
we think would be good at these jobs? And do we want to start developing them now, for these
jobs? Looking for an opportunity to have someone trained and ready to go when that opportunity
comes. Things like that.
And we’re always talking about the one-year plan, the five-year plan, the ten-year plan – and
they’re always right there. And they change [laughs] – they’re fluid. I don’t think, especially in
retail, you can never say, “This is where we’re going to be in ten years,” and be 100% right. Even
Walmart, I think – you look at Walmart, and Walmart is doing great, and I think it’s because they
have been flexible over the years. They’ve recognized that Amazon is eating everyone’s lunch,
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and they need to adapt, and they need to bring in a stronger web business, and things like that.
And they’ve done well at it. So, we kind of have to be the same way.
[55:23]
TW:

But that built-in adaptability that retail brings – when Covid hit, as you were already working on
things, you just said, “Okay, we have to adapt to this new reality.”

JB:

Yeah.

TW:

And so, you’re built that way, and so –

JB:

Yeah.

TW:

Okay, now what’s the next step? What makes sense?

JB:

Yeah. And it was stressful, because in retail, you know, we have that one-year plan. And we were
working towards it; we had a remodel in motion. And suddenly, Covid threw everything for a
loop.
But I think, you know, pre-Covid, we had that five-year plan; well post-Covid (now), that fiveyear plan has changed dramatically [laughs]. And you know, I think that’s important though, is
being willing to recognize that the world has changed; and in a lot of ways, I think, for the better.
And so, we need to adapt and look for these changes, and incorporate them into the business,
especially because that’s what the customer wants and expects.
And so, that’s one thing we try to do, is we try to listen to the customer and what is their
expectation with us? Instead of us forcing the customer down a particular path of just – we want
to be there more as a guide, to help them to get to wherever they’re trying to get to, rather than
forcing anything.

TW:

So, is there anything else you’d like to add about the Campus Store’s experience throughout the
pandemic?

JB:

Oh, I hope it doesn’t happen until I’m retired again [laughs]. I hear that sentiment over, and over,
and over again at this campus. I think it took a toll on everyone: physically and mentally. It was
hard [laughs]. Definitely one of the hardest things I’ve ever experienced in my life. It takes a toll
on you when you have 20-30 people depending on you, and looking at you for leadership. And to
go home at night and not be able to sleep because you’re worried about someone is tough. And
amongst all that, you’re still trying to take care of your own family [laughs].
But yeah, I hope we never do this again. Once is enough for me. You know, if it does – hopefully
we’re a lot better and more prepared the next time. But man, I hope we don’t [laughs].

TW:

Well, Mr. Brown, I’d like to thank you for your time this morning, discussing your experiences
during the Covid pandemic at USU.

JB:

Yeah.

[End recording – 57:51]
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